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1. Introduction
By Arthur B. Tourtellot*
I  f i were a young certified public accountant today, or the stew­
ard of an accounting firm that I hoped would be even greater in the 
future, I would want to ask myself some questions:
How long has it been since I initiated a contact with a client 
to help him explore a problem even before he realized he had one?
Do my clients automatically think of talking with me about their 
business problems on which I might have special knowledge?
In short, are my clients aware that my business is to serve their 
business?
Unfortunately, as pointed out in Bulletin No. 2, Small Business
Looks at the CPA, there is some evidence to suggest that not all 
businessmen have that concept of CPAs today. Although they held 
their accounting firms in high regard, many of these executives had 
a- narrow view of the activities which they felt their CPAs were 
qualified to perform. If that is so, the situation can be improved 
only if the accountant considers himself—and reveals himself—as 
more than a skilled technician.
Where does that process of revelation begin? It begins, of course, 
with the clients already being served.
The purpose of this publication is to consider how clients gain
* Mr. Tourtellot is a partner in the public relations firm of Earl Newsom and Com­
pany. In addition to writing the introduction he has reviewed the material which 
forms the basis for this bulletin.
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an overall impression of their accountants. It reviews some of the 
many factors that contribute to that impression. A number of these 
are explored in detail; others are touched upon briefly. But all of 
them serve as a reminder of these basic questions that are always 
present in the minds of clients, even though they may seldom be 
spoken:
Is this professional firm really necessary to me?
Does it have my needs and opportunities always in mind?
Is it directed to the future—progressive, alert, a little ahead per­
haps of my own people?
Am I making the most of its services?
The one common characteristic of all professions is service to 
others. This single word—“service”—takes precedence over every 
other aspect of professional life. Indeed, the professions have not 
established strict educational and character requirements because 
they want to be exclusive. They do it to assure an accepted quality 
of service. However, the standards of “acceptability” do not remain 
constant. They must evolve to take advantage of technological 
improvements and to meet the changing demands of the people 
served.
The accounting profession must examine itself from time to 
time, therefore, to see if it is doing all that it can to provide max­
imum service to its clients.
The recent spectacular growth of the profession has been largely 
in response to client needs for additional auditing and tax work— 
needs which arise from the increasing size and complexity of busi­
ness and the requirements of banks, government regulatory agen­
cies, etc. But the existence of these relatively fixed needs could im­
pose an artificial limitation on the CPA’s capacity to serve, and on 
the client’s awareness of the full range of the CPA’s potential service.
Under these circumstances, both the accountant and his client 
could drift from the concept of “dw-interested” service to that of 
“wn-interested” service; to a kind of antiseptic detachment that 
pushes the CPA out of the main line of business development— 
which rests on creative insight and constructive imagination.
If an accountant is content to have it this way, it is likely that
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his clients will come to think of him almost as a “necessary evil” 
rather than as an essential adviser.
The reason for this is clear. Businesses do not exist for the pur­
pose of publishing annual statements, or paying taxes. They exist 
for the purpose of making profits. In pursuit of that objective in the 
complex world of today, management knows that it cannot master 
all that it needs to know to shape its business future wisely. Con­
sequently, it relies on a great variety of outsiders to provide the spe­
cial knowledge and skills required for profitable operations. What 
elements make these outside experts more valuable than other ex­
perts who could simply be added to the management staff?
One of them is comparative judgment. Management benefits 
not just from the expertness of the certified public accountant, for 
example, but from the range of application of his expert knowledge 
—how similar problems were treated or similar situations handled 
in other companies or other industries.
Another element is objectivity. A “fresh” approach can lead 
to a beneficial change in perspective. The recommendations of well 
informed outsiders are frequently more readily accepted than those 
originating within the company, for they are less likely to be moti­
vated by personal ambitions or similar considerations. It is difficult 
to over-estimate the value of objectivity—particularly to a small 
businessman who often has few people, with sufficient understand­
ing, to consult about his problems.
Thirdly, the daily work pressures on internal management often 
preclude a creatively critical look by its own executives at its over­
all operations. Time is the basic commodity in short supply in man­
agement circles. Needed changes are frequently deferred because 
no one has the time to determine what should or can be done. It 
takes all the running that many managements can do simply to 
stay in the same place.
Now all this means that the outside professions which serve 
management have virtually carte blanche to keep their eyes open on 
behalf of their clients.
And right here lies the basic difference between the competent 
technician and the professional man. It may well be that some ac­
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counting firms prefer to provide only such technical services as are 
specifically requested of them.
But modern machines can perform technical services— and 
quite intricate ones, too.
Yet machines become obsolete.
Professions do not—or should not.
Professions grow, in usefulness and influence, almost in geo­
metric proportion to the broadening of their own concept of service. 
For then the concept of their usefulness and influence is also broad­
ened in the minds of their clients.
6
2. Principles of Effective Client Relations
Professional service is more than the key to sound client rela­
tions. It is also the objective of those relations. It is not merely a 
means to an end; it is also the end itself. This section, therefore, will 
survey some of the principles which enable a CPA best to meet his 
client’s needs for service.
An accounting engagement does not become a truly professional 
service until these elements are present:
1. Professional skills efficiently applied to specific needs.
2. Effective communication of results so that the client is fully 
aware of the work accomplished.
3. Constructive action taken—or useful purpose served— as a 
result of the CPA’s conclusions or recommendations.
The Efficient Application of Professional Skills
It virtually goes without saying that there is no substitute for 
quality work. But to be truly professional, a practitioner must use 
his technical skills creatively— combining them with judgment and 
imagination in the ligh t of existing circumstances. He must be con­
stantly alert for ways to use his special knowledge for the benefit of 
his client. In many instances he must become aware of certain client 
needs before the client himself has recognized them—and be pre­
pared to take action to fulfill those needs. In order to do this, the 
accountant must not only know his client’s business but must be 
familiar with the problems of the industry as a whole.
For the CPA must not merely produce facts and figures. He must 
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interpret them; he must give them meaning.
By adopting this approach, the CPA makes it easier for the 
client to relate his accounting services to the profitability of his 
business. As with any other aspect of his business, a client is apt to 
look upon the services of his professional advisers in terms of “in­
vestment and yield.” In his own mind, the concept of “excess value” 
plays an important part; for the value of the services is usually 
judged in relation to their cost. This may not be immediately re­
flected in terms of dollars saved or earned; but it is always present. 
This does not mean that the CPA should underprice his service. It 
does mean that he should strive to achieve the maximum benefit 
for the client in relation to the cost of his services.
Some measures which can be taken during an auditing engage­
ment to satisfy a client’s needs have been set forth by one experi­
enced practitioner. He suggests*:
“1. Pointing out to clients, in advance of performance of serv­
ices, specific and significant deficiencies in the scope of services 
stipulated by them in relation to the objectives of the services.
“2. Explaining to clients receiving non-opinion reports the 
fundamentals involved, whereby an engagement restricted in scope 
makes it impossible for the accountant to formulate or express an 
unqualified or qualified opinion.
“3. Making specific recommendations to clients in reports on 
engagements as to remedial measures shown essential or desirable 
by the outcome of the engagement.
“4. Indicating to clients during the course of the engagements 
any steps or procedures with respect to operations, internal control, 
accounting methods, which will be demonstrably advantageous.”
It may occasionally be necessary to persuade a client to accept 
new or different accounting procedures for his own benefit. Even if 
the client objects to certain tests or other activities deemed necessary 
by the CPA for the proper conduct of the engagement, the account­
ant must stand firm—although naturally he will employ to the fullest
* Witschey, Robert E., “What Does It Take To Be A Successful Independent Public 
Accountant?”, The Journal of Accountancy, January, 1954. p. 70.
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his tact and persuasiveness in convincing the client without an­
tagonizing him. If the CPA has won the client’s respect, it is seldom 
necessary to explore the problem in detail. As John L. Carey de­
scribes it: “The very nature of the relationship puts the professional 
practitioner in the position of a fiduciary, in the sense of a position 
of trust and confidence. The standard of behavior of a fiduciary is 
commonly assumed to be that he shall exercise no less care in dealing 
with the affairs of those to whom he is responsible than he would in 
dealing with his own.”*
Another point deserves emphasis: the client has a right to as­
sume that the accounting work is being performed efficiently and 
thus at a reasonable cost. Proper planning of the work, the use of 
competent men “in grade,” and adequate supervision are to be ex­
pected. If costs are incurred solely because of the accountant’s in­
efficiency, the client should not have to pay them. On the other hand, 
poor record-keeping or inadequate operations on the client’s part 
may make extended procedures necessary. In such cases, the CPA 
should try to correct the shortcomings. By thus helping to lower the 
cost of his services, he will be increasing their value.
Communicating Results to the Client
No matter how much work is done, or how well, the results 
have a limited value unless they are clearly presented.
Frequently a client (especially a smaller one) is not well versed 
in accounting, and needs assistance in extracting significant items 
from the maze of figures. The businessman expects his accountant 
to alert him to matters which require management decisions; he 
should not be obliged to wade through pages of supporting data to 
get to the heart of the matter.
Much has been written about the inability of some accountants 
to express themselves concisely and simply. Most large firms devote 
a considerable part of their training schedule to report writing. And 
for the last four years, the Institute itself has had such a course in 
its continuing education program.
* Professional Ethics of Certified Public Accountants, American Institute of Cer­
tified Public Accountants, 1956. p. 161.
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In many firms, however, this problem still receives inadequate 
attention.
A good long form report is, of course, only one way of com­
municating the results of an engagement. A number of firms find a 
separate “management memorandum”—which outlines the sig­
nificant features of the report—particularly effective. It is fre­
quently used to make recommendations which might not have a 
place in the audit report, or which might be overlooked there.
When a report is completed, the CPA has an excellent oppor­
tunity to summarize orally its salient features and clarify recommen­
dations. (A written digest of the results of these discussions is 
recommended by many firms, otherwise the client may overlook 
some of the points raised.) Unfortunately, many firms do not get 
together with a client after he has had an opportunity to look over 
a report. They tell the client that they will be available; but they do 
nothing more— apparently feeling that the client will make the 
overtures if clarification or discussion is desired. Yet a single tele­
phone call by the CPA can often prevent a misunderstanding or 
aid a client in making effective use of the report.
Better still is a personal call or a luncheon date. The accountant 
should have in mind some major points he feels should be dis­
cussed. But even if the conference is not immediately productive, 
the accountant can establish the fact that he has a genuine interest 
in the client’s welfare.
Translating Conclusions into Action
Work, of course, is worthless unless it serves a purpose. But 
unless an accounting engagement results in some action—either by 
the client, or by others on his behalf—it may appear to be valueless. 
The action need not be spectacular. It may simply be the filing of 
a tax return or a necessary report with government regulatory 
agencies. But if these routine requirements are not properly met, the 
client will be penalized. Even in performing some of these tasks, 
substantial savings can often be made for the client by proper plan­
ning—for example, in tax work.
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One practitioner suggests that a tax planning checklist ought 
to be used to ensure that tax-saving advice is delivered to the client. 
The items on such a checklist might include:
“1. The most economical form of business organization under 
the circumstances;
“2. Payment of maximum compensation and minimum divi­
dends by a closed corporation;
“3. Making the most of the capital gains provisions of the code;
“4. Use of affiliates and subsidiaries;
“5. Sale and leaseback of property;
“6. Business ownership and operation of automobiles;
“7. Depreciation of new assets by one of the authorized ac­
celerated methods.”*
The direct value of the CPA’s more complex services is largely 
determined by the extent to which the client is willing to accept his 
expert knowledge. This willingness is based on the client’s confi­
dence in the skill and judgment of his CPA. Frequently, however, 
the client takes a narrow view of his CPA’s ability to serve—think­
ing of him largely in terms of auditing and tax engagements. Yet, 
in the client’s own interest, he ought to be made aware of the full 
range of services which his accountant is competent to perform. The 
CPA himself must assume responsibility for tactfully encouraging 
the client to act on his recommendations. In a sense, he must become 
an advocate—an advocate of sound accounting procedures and ob­
jective professional judgment.
The Professional Image
Although corporations seem massive and impersonal, it is essen­
tial for the accountant to bear in mind that he is serving a corporate 
entity through the people who manage it. In short, he is dealing 
with people—not boxes on an organizational chart. A relation­
ship founded on confidence between client and professional man 
can sometimes be as personal as that between doctor and patient.
* Rockey, Charles S., “Accountant’s Relations with His Client,” Illinois CPA, 
Spring, 1957. pp. 41-54.
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Admittedly, no set of rules can guarantee results in terms of satis­
fied clients. Human relations, fortunately, cannot be reduced to a 
formula. But the observance of certain fundamentals in client re­
lations will enable the CPA to provide a truly professional service.
The most important of these fundamentals is the accountant’s 
professional image.
Industry spends billions of dollars each year on public relations. 
In harmony with industry’s profit-making objectives, a business firm 
undertakes a PR program to create a favorable impression upon 
its customers and the public. Similarly, a professional man must 
also be concerned with developing a favorable impression of him­
self within his community and among his clients in keeping with 
his objective of service.
Accountancy, as a relatively new profession, lacks the tradi­
tions of law and medicine. It has developed tremendously in the 
last fifty years; but the public’s appreciation of its scope has lagged 
far behind. The individual CPA, therefore, must constantly exhibit 
the elements which create a professional image and contribute to 
client confidence: dedication, competence and integrity.
This image—which forms the basis of his reputation—is a com­
posite of many small impressions, each reflecting the manner in 
which the practice is conducted. For example:
The CPA’s concept of his own value to his clients and his com­
munity significantly affects his prestige. If he regards himself merely 
as a temporary hired hand employed to perform narrowly pre­
scribed tasks, he cannot hope to develop professional status in the 
eyes of his clients. The independence and integrity with which pro­
fessional skills must be applied are to some extent jeopardized by an 
“employee” attitude. The professional man must act on the basis of 
what is “right” in his professional judgment without being influenced 
by expediency or external pressures.
Unless the CPA identifies himself with the production of profits 
for the client, he cannot expect the client to recognize that his serv­
ices contribute to this goal. A physician treats a simple cut not be­
cause the healing of the cut is an end in itself, but because of its pos­
sible effect on the health of his patient. The accountant, too, must
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approach each of his duties with an eye to its contribution to his 
client’s economic well-being.
Client interest, rather than self interest, must be the dominant 
motivating force behind the professional image. If the CPA con­
siders himself primarily a businessman, he will be inclined to base 
his services on profit potential. On the other hand, if he considers 
himself a professional, he will base his services on concern for the 
client’s welfare. This in turn implies a constant willingness to in­
crease competence, to keep up with new developments, to acquire 
more knowledge to better fulfill client needs.
Maintaining continuing year-round contact with the client is 
one of the most obvious means of demonstrating this willingness to 
serve. The professional image is not likely to be created if a CPA 
merely performs an audit, submits a report, and quickly disappears 
from view. Granted, a firm has many clients who urgently need at­
tention, but from the client’s point of view, he is the CPA’s only 
client. There are many things a CPA can do to provide continuous 
year-round service to his client. For example, these 14 areas have 
been suggested*:
1. Consulting on costs.
2. Consulting on business matters.
3. Consulting on office procedures.
4. Consulting on accounting procedures.
5. Assisting with financial planning.
6. Assisting with personal financial matters.
7. Informing the client of tax and other changes affecting him.
8. Appearing at board meetings.
9. Encouraging phone calls from client’s bookkeepers for in­
formation and advice.
10. Discussing with the client his monthly statements, when 
possible.
* Witschey, Robert E., “What Does It Take To Be A Successful Independent 
Public Accountant?”, The Journal of Accountancy, January, 1954. pp. 64-70.
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11. Assisting in office efficiency surveys.
12. Making comparisons of the client’s figures with national or 
other averages secured through trade associations.
13. Discussing economic trends and government actions.
14. Assisting, where practical, in real estate matters.
Any imaginative CPA with an intimate knowledge of his client’s 
affairs could add to this list.
Unless the existing professional skills and attitudes are evident 
in day-to-day activities, the CPA’s professional image cannot be 
fully developed in the minds of others. If, for example, he continu­
ally performs routine engagements involving a sub-professional level 
of skill, he cannot expect a client to regard him as professionally 
competent—for professional competence has never been demon­
strated to the client. Or if the CPA performs an engagement strictly 
in accordance with the client’s instructions, without any effort to 
advance constructive suggestions in keeping with his abilities, he has 
failed to reveal any special interest in the welfare of his client.
In all of these areas of development of the professional image, 
enthusiasm is essential. It should be encouraged in even the most 
routine-appearing engagements. For only in this way can a creative 
approach be taken to each problem. The attitude of a firm’s per­
sonnel toward the work is also quickly apparent to the client. If 
staff men regard their assignments as dull and perform them in a 
lackluster manner, the client is bound to feel he is not receiving 
their best efforts.
Virtually all aspects of a CPA’s life—professional, social, and 
personal—play a part in building the esteem in which he is held. 
Most firms agree on several important elements in the development 
of the proper professional image.
Personal Characteristics and Behavior
Some clients apparently still think of the accountant as a rather 
cold, humorless, and somewhat negative person. This stereotype 
arose from the client’s original concept of a CPA’s function as a 
“watchdog hired by an employer to check up on their employees; by
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stockholders who did not trust the corporate officers; and by gov­
ernments desiring to protect the tax monies of the general public.”*
These duties have long since been superseded by much broader 
ones. But the image of a personality in keeping with them often 
remains. It is even fostered by those accounting firms which, in an 
effort to avoid any possible stigma on their independence, forbid 
their staff members to have any contact with the client’s personnel 
other than the minimum necessary to complete the engagement. 
The partners, in turn, remain aloof from the management.
This extreme approach is hardly conducive to sound personal 
relations between CPA and client. Of course, the accountant should 
not be over friendly with people whose work is being audited for 
another party—that is, client’s staff for client’s management; client’s 
management for the stockholders, etc. But a middle ground be­
tween aloofness and intimacy seems appropriate in all cases. This 
might be described as “dignified friendliness,” with all its implica­
tions of interest, consideration, courtesy, pleasantness, absence of 
condescension, and respect for the other person.
It is also customary for a professional man to take a more active 
interest in community affairs than the “average” citizen. As a com­
munity leader, he is expected to be conservative in the sense that 
his family and social life reflect adherence to the important values 
of his society. He may deviate from these values and still be suc­
cessful; but he probably achieves success in spite of his deviations 
rather than because of them.
A man’s standard of living, his home and his car, the schools 
attended by his children—all of these are, rightly or wrongly, gen­
erally regarded as indications of his success. In the case of a pro­
fessional man, however, an excessive display of wealth can lead to 
suspicion of his motives. If, for example, he is obviously far 
wealthier than his clients, he may run the risk of appearing to be 
more interested in his own income than in their welfare. The senior 
partner of a local firm in a medium-sized city became wealthy 
through some outside business investments. He began to live up to
* Royal, Julianna, “Human Relations in Auditing,” Arthur Young Journal, July, 
1957. pp. 7-10.
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his newly acquired income, and purchased one of the finest homes 
in his town. For the first time, some of his clients began to question 
his fees and to wonder whether he was “getting too big” for them. 
He later moved to a less pretentious home; and even though he con­
tinued to live well, he was less blatant about it. As a result, his rela­
tions with his clients improved. This man feels strongly that the 
magnificence of his former home caused his temporary difficulties.
Office Location and Appearance
An office itself can make a significant impression on the client. 
Its location should be largely determined by the convenience of 
the clients it serves. Other than being situated usually in one of the 
better business districts, wide variations may exist due to differences 
in clientele. In some cases the central downtown area is best; in 
others such things as the adequacy of parking facilities may more 
than offset a central location. A client’s first impression of a firm is 
quite often affected by the condition of its office. Yet many firms 
have not given the subject adequate attention. It is axiomatic that 
an office should be neat and comfortable; but some firms, in an 
effort to reflect an aura of dignity, actually create a depressing 
effect. Banks have found that dark interiors and heavy grilles— 
originally used to engender confidence— actually made them appear 
forbidding to their customers. Many of today’s newer banks are 
proving that it is possible to appear solid without being stolid. And, 
of course, a modern, well-designed office not only creates a favorable 
impression; it contributes to efficiency.
An attractive office aids in securing better personnel. It raises 
the practitioner in the esteem of his clients and the public generally. 
Such an office induces the clients to hold conferences at the account­
ant’s office, rather than his own—a timesaver for the accountant. 
Office Administration
The manner in which an office organizes, schedules and controls 
its work is not strictly an internal affair. For an efficient practice 
contributes to the financial success of a firm as it simultaneously 
increases its capacity to serve a client.
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Commitments made and broken; needless interruption of a 
client’s operations; dragging out an engagement because of inade­
quate work planning, or because not enough staff is available; 
offensive billing practices; delays in submitting reports— all these 
evidences of inefficient operation diminish a client’s confidence in an 
accountant’s ability to serve him effectively. Clearly advisers to busi­
ness should operate in a business-like fashion themselves.
Conduct of Employees
The overall impression a firm makes also depends on the day- 
to-day conduct of its employees.
The staff accountant, as a professional man, should naturally 
exemplify all the desirable characteristics of professionalism. He is 
often in closer contact with the client, or client’s employees, than a 
partner. However, the staff accountant is likely to be a younger man 
on the threshold of his professional career. The partners and senior 
staff members, therefore, have a responsibility to develop not only 
his technical skills, but his other professional attributes.
Some firms feel that the professional attitude develops auto­
matically with increasing technical skill. Others find that some staff 
members need instruction even on rudimentary aspects of manners, 
dress and appearance. This should be unnecessary. Firms which 
include specific items on these matters in their written instructions, 
or which dwell over-long on examples of basic courtesy, may well 
detract from the professional attitude rather than contribute to it. 
The junior staff member may feel that his superiors do not regard 
him highly if their instructions belabor the obvious.
However, every firm—either implicitly or explicitly, verbally or 
in writing—should make clear to each staff member the standards 
of performance and conduct which will be expected of him— and 
follow up to see that those standards are met. (A composite list of 
the written instructions of several firms appears on page 39 of the 
Appendix.)
Sometimes firms overlook the fact that general office personnel 
are as much representatives of the firm as the professional staff.
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Receptionists, telephone operators, bookkeepers, and secretaries 
often come into direct contact with clients and color their impres­
sions of the firm as a whole. Here again the elements of courtesy 
and the impression of service have a significant effect. The manner 
adopted by receptionists and telephone operators in greeting visitors 
and handling calls; the way a secretary rises to the occasion when 
her superior is not available; are important to the development of 
sound client relations.
Much client contact with office employees is by telephone. Tele­
phone courtesy is basically a matter of common sense; but almost 
everyone can profit by occasional suggestions for improvement. The 
local telephone company representative can work with a firm’s op­
erator to develop maximum efficiency and courtesy. The telephone 
business office has several pamphlets available which offer con­
structive suggestions on telephone usage.*
All personnel who have any direct contact with the client should 
be familiar with the entire organization of the firm. If they are un­
able to answer a question, they should at least be able to refer it 
promptly to the proper source.
The professional man exists to serve—and the effectiveness of 
his relations with his clients is measured in terms of their recogni­
tion of his value and their willingness to accept the full range of 
his services, commensurate with their needs. The various elements 
of service have been discussed in order to isolate some general prin­
ciples of client relations. How some firms have made use of these 
principles is described in the next section of this bulletin.
* Two of these are: You and Your Telephone and You, Your Telephone and Our 
Customers.
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3. Some Common Problems o f Client Relations
How can the principles of sound client relations be applied to 
some of the CPA’s everyday problems?
A group of representative firms were asked to list some of their 
most important problems in dealing with clients. Eight problems 
were selected as being most often encountered. One exception was 
made. A number of firms stated that one of their major client 
problems was collecting a proper fee. This subject, as such, is not 
included here because the collection of a fair fee is not really a 
cause of poor client relations, but rather an effect of them.
Since each of these problems have individual peculiarities, client 
relation techniques must vary to meet them. Thus it was difficult 
for some firms to generalize about their techniques in certain cases. 
At the same time, it must be recognized that some of them apply 
with equal validity to more than one problem. In the following 
summary of the survey, the consensus on each problem is discussed, 
and illustrated by representative quotations from individual CPAs.
The Scope of the Engagement and Size of the Fee
Problems in this area, it was agreed, generally arise with clients 
who have had little or no direct experience with the accounting firm, 
or with established clients when special work is undertaken outside 
the scope of past engagements. However, it was pointed out that 
some of the most ticklish problems arise where the purpose of the 
engagement remains the same but changes within a client’s organi­
zation complicate procedures or otherwise add to costs.
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This seems to be true especially where the client has grown 
appreciably, or where a breakdown in internal record-keeping or 
control has occurred. Although these added costs may be signifi­
cant, the CPA often feels he is firmly entrenched in the client’s 
confidence and is sometimes tempted to go ahead without calling 
them to the client’s attention in the early stages. To confront the 
client with an explanation after the job is completed, accompanied 
by a sizeable and unexpected increase in the fee, may well cause 
complications.
Here are several suggestions that help to prevent these mis­
understandings:
Pre-engagement conference—Firms considered this the most 
important single preventive technique. This is the easiest time to 
sit down with the client and come to a clear understanding of what 
the client needs, what he will accept, and the approach the account­
ant will take. All matters which might represent sources of friction 
should be discussed. It is important to outline to the client—espe­
cially if he is unfamiliar with accounting technique—the methods 
which will be used. Care should be taken to point out that although 
it is impossible to predict accurately all problems which may arise, 
any significant variation from the client’s concept of what is being 
done will be brought to his attention.
Any misunderstanding about the fee can best be resolved at 
this stage. The accountant should not make it appear that the fee 
is his primary concern. But a frank discussion of the fee is definitely 
in order if it is clear that the client has little idea of what is involved. 
If the client does not bring up the subject himself, but is evidently 
concerned about it, the accountant should introduce it into the 
discussion. An exact figure can rarely be given; but the client should 
have a general idea of what may be involved.
A  num ber of techniques that can be used are discussed in Bulle­
tin No. 3, The Difficult Art of Setting Fees. But the important thing 
is that a client should never be surprised by the fee.
Preliminary surveys—These are particularly effective with a 
new client. They are frequently used as a basis for the pre-engage­
ment conference; and although they may involve a few hours or
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days of work, they are invaluable in providing a basis for intelligent 
discussion.
Should a client or prospective client be charged for such a sur­
vey? The general practice of the firms queried is to include the 
costs of a survey in the overall fee, without itemizing it. When an 
engagement does not result, the cost is usually absorbed by the 
accounting firm. However, arrangements are sometimes made with 
a client to charge him for a written report on his needs regardless 
of whether or not the accountant is later engaged to undertake the 
work. This is especially true for special jobs, such as systems instal­
lation.
Written confirmation of engagement —  This is considered to 
be highly desirable with new clients, and where significant changes 
are contemplated in the work for established clients. Although 
most of the interviewed firms did this occasionally, only a few fol­
lowed a consistent policy. A written contractual type of agreement 
is seldom used; but an increasing number of firms have adopted 
the practice of sending a letter to the client outlining the results of 
the pre-engagement conference.
Here are some typical comments from accountants on the value 
of these three techniques:
“The primary purpose of the engagement should first be dis­
cussed with the client, followed by an outline of the services and form 
of report the accountant proposes to render. If the engagement calls 
for the certification of basic financial statements, it is desirable for the 
accountant to outline to the client, the ‘Auditing Procedures’ and 
‘Generally Accepted Auditing Standards’ of the Institute.”
“Misunderstandings concerning the scope of an engagement can 
be minimized by writing a letter to the client, setting forth the terms 
of the engagement in clear, unequivocal language.”
“Decisions made at a conference between accountant and client 
should be put on paper. Accountants forget what they are to do; 
clients remember wrongly—trouble develops when there is no veri­
fication. A written record should be used by the accountant as a 
checklist during the engagement.”
“We haven’t been verifying our engagements in writing. We 
have considered this to be too formal and too rigid. However, we
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have had a little difficulty lately and I think that I shall insist on it 
for future clients.”
“We usually submit a memorandum to the client clearly outlining 
the limits of what we will be doing. The client initials a copy and re­
turns it to us.”
Client contact during the engagement—Many firms emphasized 
the need to inform the client of significant problems as soon as they 
develop, without waiting until the final report is submitted. In some 
cases, changes in the program can be made immediately. At the 
very least, the client is aware of what the CPA is doing. Some firms 
point out that a client’s awareness of such a situation is increased 
if all the work possible is done in the client’s office. A few firms 
even insist that the report drafts be prepared on the client’s premises. 
Others feel that possible disruption of the client’s routine, and the 
inefficient conditions under which staff men frequently must work 
in a client’s office, make it desirable to do no more work there than 
is necessary.
Some comments:
“We take up minor problems with the client’s accounting depart­
ment. But if it is important, we want top management to know and 
we go directly to them. This is one of the best ways to minimize 
fee complaints.”
“On our longer examinations we have made it a practice to have 
interim conferences with our clients. We review our progress to date 
and they become aware of any difficulties very shortly after we un­
cover them.”
Keeping the staff members informed—Unless the senior ac­
countant on a job is kept informed of decisions reached between the 
partners and client, problems may arise. Proper communication 
between partner and staff helps avoid unnecessary work, duplica­
tion of effort, or proposals made to solve problems which have 
already been settled.
“We feel that the senior who works on a particular engagement 
should be present at all the pre-audit conferences. This is good not 
only from the standpoint of keeping the senior informed, but it also 
builds the client’s confidence in the senior.”
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Getting the Client to Recognize That the Accountant9s 
Services Are Related to Business Profits
Queried firms feel that recognition of the accountant’s contri­
bution to the profit picture of his client stems from virtually all the 
elements comprising “professional service.” But because of the 
narrow view of accounting held by .some clients, these firms also 
think the accountant needs to educate his clients through construc­
tive, well-handled engagements, and through a willingness to apply 
his expert knowledge to all areas of the client’s affairs in which he 
is competent. Indeed, some firms suspect that their traditional func­
tion of auditing is deprecated by many management executives as 
merely the detection of bookkeeping errors or the verification of 
facts already known.
“But,” as Mr. Carey* points out, “an audit is, or can be, a 
creative service. It can be in itself an analytical survey for manage­
ment; an aid to communication with stockholders, employees, 
creditors; a buttress to good credit standing. It can also point up 
specific management problems—the need to strengthen internal 
control, to analyze costs, to prepare budgets, to revise insurance 
coverage, and so on.
“An audit can be as creative as the people who conduct it, and 
a creative audit can easily be identified with production of profits. 
Perhaps this is not widely recognized because independent audits, 
unlike the physician’s examinations, have not been commonly fol­
lowed by diagnosis and prescription.
“No professional man in his right mind will jeopardize client 
relations by venturing beyond the limits of his competence. But any 
CPA can raise significant questions and, if he cannot answer them 
himself, he can tell the client where expert professional advice can 
be found. This too is management counseling—and it identifies the 
CPA with the client’s main goal: the production of profits.”
Of course, the more a CPA can increase his competence to 
assist management in areas related to accounting, the more directly 
is his contribution recognized. There are certain things that virtually
* Carey, John L. “From the Executive Director’s Desk,” The CPA, March, 1956.
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all practitioners can do to demonstrate their importance to the wel­
fare of a client company.
Here are some suggestions made by the surveyed firms:
“Personal visits to the client’s office during non-engagement 
periods can be helpful in creating client good will. They create a 
feeling that the accountant is interested in the client’s affairs beyond 
the strict limits of his engagement. The client takes these intangibles 
into account in evaluating the services of the accountant and is less 
likely to question the fee.”
“The accountant has a good opportunity while he is working with 
his client on an audit or tax engagement to stimulate a discussion of 
related matters not necessarily applicable to the work he is doing 
at the time. A competent and intelligent accountant can impress his 
client to the point where he will not make any important business 
move without consulting his accountant.”
“Recognition is based on communication. I think the following 
media all can strengthen the client’s realization of the correlation 
between business profits and accounting:
“ (a) Good long-form reports, with plenty of space devoted to 
operating ratios and operating aspects generally. Very few CPAs do 
justice to profit analytics in their reports; most still give more em­
phasis and space to the static (balance-sheet) phase as opposed to 
the dynamic or moving (profit statement) phase.
“ (b) Good letters to the management on managerial matters 
after the completion of the engagement. These management letters 
will contain specific recommendations which usually would not be 
appropriate in the standard accountant’s report.
“ (c) Introducing and setting up charts on such matters as turn­
over, sales margins, volume (by product, by territory, etc.), labor 
cost and overhead costs. The client’s own personnel should be en­
couraged to keep up these operating charts.
“ (d) Timely clippings from business magazines, government pub­
lications, and professional and trade magazines concerning subjects 
bearing upon the client’s profits.”
“The accountant has an excellent opportunity to indicate how 
his services can increase profits if he will keep himself up to date 
on the current tax laws and acquaint the client with savings that 
can be effected. In my opinion, the most important service today 
which directly profits the client is in the field of taxes.”
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Informing the Client About the Firm
A CPA cannot hope to provide maximum service unless a client 
is fully aware of the services available, and has confidence in the 
firm’s ability to perform them. The ignorance of clients about their 
CPAs was revealed forcefully in the survey conducted for Bulletin 
No. 2, Small Business Looks at the CPA. Not only did many busi­
nessmen have a distorted and limited view of the services; few had 
more than the haziest idea of the firm’s size.
CPAs, like other professional men, are naturally reluctant to 
proclaim their own talents. But by failing to sell themselves effec­
tively they reduce their ability to serve.
The more subtly a firm can make known its capabilities, the 
less probable it is that a client will feel “pressured.” But direct 
methods have their place— certainly not to “pressure” a client into 
accepting unneeded services, but to develop a client’s awareness of 
a firm’s status and ability. Many opportunities arise during the 
course of an engagement which can be used to good advantage to 
demonstrate a firm’s capabilities.
A number of specific methods for informing a client of a firm’s 
ability were suggested by the survey. Many of them must be earned 
and cannot be merely adopted.
Newspaper stories—A CPA who is active in his community 
will find that he is making news. This news is of general interest 
because people are naturally interested in those who are working 
for a better community. Kept within the bounds of professional 
propriety, such newspaper publicity for a CPA or a firm gives a 
client the feeling that he has a talented organization assisting him.
Government work—Handling engagements for state agencies, 
counties, school districts, municipalities, etc., can be helpful in 
many instances. Not only does this result in justifiable publicity, 
but the client is likely to conclude that since such work must require 
considerable know-how, he might as well utilize it, too.
Using specialists—Many firms, even the smallest, encourage 
partners and staff to become especially adept in certain matters by 
taking courses, advanced reading and study, and through extensive
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experience. In smaller firms, these men often handle general assign­
ments as well. Bringing in colleagues when special skills are helpful 
is an effective way of giving the client additional evidence of the 
firm’s resources. The cost of handling similar special engagements 
is reduced, better and faster service is possible, and the prestige of 
the firm is enhanced. Similarly, inter-firm referrals are advantageous 
to all concerned. As in medicine, the general practitioner gains 
rather than loses when he calls in a specialist, for if the client’s 
needs are more fully met, the entire profession gains stature.
Client visits to the office—A client should be encouraged to 
come to a CPA’s office from time to time. Although much of the 
work is done in the field, it is often helpful to have conferences 
with a client in the office. Seeing a firm’s library and absorbing the 
professional atmosphere tend to make a client wonder if he has 
availed himself of all the talent a firm may have to offer.
Writing for publication—Although most articles and books by 
CPAs are for consumption within the profession, they frequently 
come to the attention of the client. Naturally he will assume that 
a man must be highly qualified if his colleagues are interested in 
what he has to say.
Firm brochures—Some large firms distribute material—pri­
marily to aid in recruiting staff assistants—to their clients. These 
documents usually contain a brief history of the firm, an outline 
of the types of services performed, and some discussion of the firm’s 
personnel and their background. A number of smaller firms, too, 
have prepared such summaries for the use of their clients. Other 
firms feel that the ultimate distribution of such printed matter is 
difficult to control. They believe that this information is more ef­
fective if presented in a personal letter to the client. Also, it lessens 
the chance of the client forwarding the material to a non-client.
Sending material to the client— Cards announcing the admis­
sion of a new partner are sent to clients by a great many firms. In 
addition to bringing the name of the new partner to the client’s 
attention, the card indicates the firm is a successful, growing one.
Some firms mail news clippings on tax changes or other matters 
of interest to a client. These serve to indicate the CPA’s interest
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in the affairs of the client. But if overdone, this material can lose its 
effectiveness.
A few firms distribute periodic bulletins on specific subjects, 
generally dealing with certain aspects of taxes or management ser­
vices. Their reception varies with their helpfulness and manner 
of presentation. Here again, indiscriminate distribution must be 
avoided by the practitioner.
Some comments:
“We suggest services that are needed, such as system work, 
budgeting, tax planning and opinion audits. However, I feel that 
care should be exercised to suggest services only when they are 
needed. I think harm may be done to the firm and the profession by 
over-selling.”
“Our bank, in connection with its public relations program, in­
vited the top personnel of certain depositors to a luncheon. The 
bank people tell us about the bank and the visitors are asked to tell 
about themselves. I was able to give a thumb-nail sketch about the 
firm and the partners. This seems to have been very well received.
“Other bankers have since asked us about our firm and in order 
to give them a brief story we have developed a brief history of the 
firm and biographies of its personnel. This form is used only in re­
ply to an inquiry.”
“We do a lot of ‘internal referral’ in our office. All of us freely 
admit to a client that a particular problem may be out of our own 
‘line’ but ‘so-and-so’ of our firm has done some successful work in 
that area so perhaps he can help. Thus we introduce, gradually, our 
various partners and staff to our clients and they soon find out, that, 
as a firm, we have various talents upon which to draw. Recently, 
one client had a troublesome cost problem which he mentioned to 
our partner in charge of his audit; after another partner had analyzed 
his problem and visited with him with some suggestions, he said: 
‘Where have you been keeping that fellow closeted? He did more for 
us in two days than we could have done for ourselves in two years!’ ”
“The editor of a client’s house organ asked us for material for 
a feature story to be called ‘Here Come Our Auditors.’ Working with 
one of our men he wrote a story which cleared up a lot of miscon­
ceptions about the nature of our work. It also had vignettes about 
the key staff members, including some of their nonprofessional 
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achievements. For instance, one of the men was a halfback at the 
state university. This article served to ‘humanize’ us in the minds 
of the employees. We passed the article on to other clients when they 
asked about us. As a result, similar articles appeared in other client 
house organs, at their request.”
Minimizing Disruption in the Client’s Office and Getting 
Cooperation from His Staff
Office disruptions and relations with a client’s staff are really 
two subjects. Yet they are so closely interrelated that they can be 
treated as one. It was difficult for many firms to offer specific sug­
gestions for the solution of this problem (or problems). Basically, 
the entire matter is one of simple consideration and courtesy.
For example, it was generally agreed that the client’s conven­
ience comes first. Engagements should be scheduled enough in ad­
vance so that a client can have adequate notice of when the work 
will start. Peak periods of activity in the client’s office should be 
avoided. Sufficient men—including at least one who is completely 
familiar with the client’s operations—should be assigned for the 
sake of efficiency. Dragging an engagement out by working only 
one or two days a week should be avoided. Interim work can often 
be fitted in when a client’s staff is not too busy. More flexibility can 
thus be developed; and proper scheduling of interim work can be 
mutually beneficial.
Some ways of achieving the cooperation of the client’s staff are 
implicit in the composite list of instructions on page 39 of the 
Appendix. Others are suggested by these complaints most frequently 
heard about accountants:
1. Insufficient desk space sometimes displaces a client’s em­
ployees. It is the client’s duty to see there is enough working space, 
but if he doesn’t mention it in preliminary discussions, the account­
ant should tell him the number of auditors the client can expect. 
Once this number is decided, the accountant should not send an 
additional man at the last minute just because he is available.
2. Office machines may be regularly in use at specified times 
during the day. Staff men should be told not to request machines at 
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those times. (Naturally, no client equipment should be used with­
out the permission of the department head and the employee who 
uses it.) A number of CPA firms have found it more convenient to 
supply their men with their own office machines. Some, especially 
those with small clients with limited space, bring portable folding 
aluminum tables which can be set up almost anywhere. It is not 
uncommon for a staff man to be supplied with his own ten-key 
adding machine. One firm even incorporated ten cents an hour in 
the staff member’s billing rate to cover the cost.
3. The client’s papers should be treated with respect. The staff 
should not mark or mishandle them.
4. Employees complain of frequent interruptions of their own 
work by accountants’ questions. One satisfactory arrangement is 
to set aside a question and answer period each day. The accountant 
should also be aware of the employees’ daily routines. When a re­
quest is made of an employee (especially if it may take some time), 
the accountant should bear in mind the schedules and daily routines 
of both of them. And the accountant should plan ahead so the em­
ployee will not be rushed at the last minute. Said one CPA: “It is 
surprising how quickly one can obtain a group of vouchers simply 
by telling the employee to pull them ‘when you have time.’ ”
5. The assignment of a completely new crew to an engagement 
every year or two can arouse the ire of the client’s employees who 
must “break in” the new men to their accounting system. Rotation 
should take place, but there should be a minimum disruption of 
the client’s offices. Many firms always send at least one of the same 
men to form an experienced nucleus. Others, in cases of “one man” 
jobs or where the men are not available, brief the assigned personnel 
thoroughly and make a point of explaining some of the advantages 
of rotation: a fresh outlook and the quicker service which results 
when a number of men become familiar with the client’s affairs.
6. Some clients think auditors make too detailed an analysis 
and too many transcripts of the client’s records, and therefore take 
too much time on the job.
7. Some accountants over-emphasize a minor error by an em-
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ployee; they may ridicule him in front of the staff and his own 
supervisor. When an error is found, it is better to ask the employee 
his method of arriving at his figure. The chances are he will find the 
error himself.
8. Some accountants do not observe the client’s office rules 
about such things as smoking, coffee breaks, etc.
Here are some comments by accountants questioned:
“I have found it helpful to prepare, in advance of starting an en­
gagement, an outline of the client’s system of accounting, the work 
flow and the names and duties of the key personnel. The accountant 
is able to lay out an examination program least likely to disrupt the 
work of the client’s staff. The list of the names and duties of the key 
personnel eliminates unnecessary contacts.”
“A congenial staff is essential to getting cooperation from the 
client’s employees. When it is gotten, it can mean a lot. A few years 
ago one of our men uncovered a $150,000 inventory loss, acting on 
a tip from an employee. It was a pretty tricky setup and if the em­
ployee hadn’t told us, we might still be looking for it.”
“A simple telephone call will eliminate many disagreeable occa­
sions. For example, if the client’s staff is engaged in the preparation 
of a payroll on a Thursday, the accountant certainly should avoid 
commencing an engagement on that date.”
“We feel there should be prior arrangements for working space 
and equipment, especially in a new engagement. The firm should 
provide the equipment so staff men don’t have to borrow from the 
client’s employees. If we have their machine when they need it, it is 
most disruptive.”
“Intelligent handling of records can promote cooperation. We 
try to work on those not being used at the moment by the client. We 
replace records promptly. Sometimes we ask the client to assign a 
man to take out and replace all records and files for us, to save 
time and avoid mis-filings.”
Getting Adequate Preparatory Work Done by the 
Client’s Employees
The quality of the client’s personnel greatly affects the work 
which the accountant must do, respondents feel. The practitioner 
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should take every opportunity to encourage the client to hire good 
bookkeepers, accounting clerks, etc. If the basic daily work is not 
done well, it is difficult for higher-priced professional assistance to 
make it good. It should be made clear to the client that the ade­
quacy of his records has a direct bearing on the fee.
The accountant should bring to the client’s attention, preferably 
verbally, any serious shortcomings of members of the client’s ac­
counting staff. However, he should not be a “tattle-tale”; minor 
errors can usually be taken care of directly with the person involved 
in a helpful way, without condescension. Equal care should be taken 
to give credit where credit is due.
Every effort should be made to point out to a client the savings 
which can be achieved if his employees are properly prepared for 
the engagement. Wherever possible, detailed instructions should be 
supplied. But there are practical limits to what can be expected. 
Advance preparation is dependent on the size and knowledgeability 
of the client and the nature of his organization.
One practitioner, in discussing this problem, complained: “Some 
of my clients just dump everything into a box and turn it over to 
me.” To which a second practitioner replied: “How do you manage 
it? Mine don’t even use a box.”
No client is so small, no staff so hard-pressed by work, that 
they both cannot greatly benefit from a well-organized, well-main­
tained system. Part of the CPA’s obligation to his client is to 
demonstrate the necessity of adequate controls and record-keeping. 
It should be made clear to the client that it is more expensive for 
him if the CPA must handle this type of work.
As a professional man, the CPA seeks to provide maximum 
service at minimum cost, in keeping with the reasonable fee which 
he has a right to expect. Therefore he should strive to make the 
maximum practical use of the client’s staff in keeping with the 
benefits which the client can receive. Some comments:
“Never do anything that the client’s own staff and personnel can 
do. In the long run, our clients cannot pay professional fees for 
clerical service. The CPA who permits or encourages his clients to
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use accountants for clerical duties finds it results in a dissatisfied 
client or a reduction in fee to the level of clerical pay.”
“My own experience has been to keep the clients fully informed 
of our wish to minimize our fee; to point out that the work done by 
the client and his staff does reflect in the bill; to work with the client’s 
staff to show them what work they can do.”
“The matter of getting the client’s staff to do preparatory work 
is a touchy thing, especially in a smaller practitioner’s clientele. I have 
heard criticism, ‘We do all their work and they get a flat fee for 
looking it over.’ On some smaller jobs it is easier for us to do the 
preparatory work from scratch. In the larger offices we expect the 
client’s personnel to have everything ‘ready for the auditors.’ ”
Overcoming the Reluctance of Client to Consult
A CPA may impress a client with his abilities, but he may still 
find the client rarely seeks his advice and counsel. To overcome this, 
most firms felt there should be a continuous but subtle effort to 
convey to the client the concept that consulting time is his biggest 
professional bargain; that it can usually save him more trouble or 
yield greater profit than any other type of CPA service.
Much of service is “preventive”—the planning ahead to meet 
expected events. If the CPA is merely presented with an accom­
plished fact, he is limited in the service he can perform.
The CPA’s attitude toward fees will strongly affect the client’s 
willingness to consult him. This doesn’t mean an accountant 
shouldn’t expect a fair fee for consultation. But if a client feels the 
meter is ticking every time he picks up the telephone, or asks a 
question, he is inclined to avoid such calls.
Fees for consulting time must be computed on a different basis 
than the usual auditing charge. Time and costs are generally not 
the important factors involved. Valuable advice may be rendered 
in a few minutes, yet be based on years of experience. On the other 
hand, considerable time and effort may yield negligible results.
The way consultation billing is handled has a major effect on 
the client. If each conference or telephone call is itemized, the client 
will try to evaluate the results in each instance and think of each in
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terms of a separate fee. Most firms surveyed incorporate many con­
sultation charges in the overall bill for the engagement, but do not 
identify them as such. When there are many conferences and calls, 
or if they are not connected with the main purpose of the engage­
ment, they are frequently lumped together into a separate item on 
the bill. The usual form seems to be “Consultations in re . . .” the 
general area concerned.
Creating opportunities which make it natural for a client to 
seek advice was another suggestion. Some examples mentioned 
were: going over the pencil draft of the report together; encourag­
ing the client to get in touch with the accountant any time; taking 
the client out to lunch occasionally; dropping in to see him between 
engagements. A partner in one firm sets aside a certain amount of 
his time for these “interim” contacts. He keeps a tickler file of 
clients and makes a point of dropping in, lunching with, or tele­
phoning each client at least once a quarter. He records each “con­
tact” on the file card, including any significant items that came up.
Another CPA stressed the confidential relationship between the 
accountant and the client. He feels that when a client knows that 
what passes between them goes no further, the client tends to use 
his accountant as a “sounding board” for ideas. Thus the account­
ant is in a position to assist his client with plans in their earliest 
formative stages.
Some firms describe their experience:
“We have found it is helpful to have ‘specialists’ even though 
they may be partners or staff members who spend only part of their 
time in the particular area of their specialty. For example, one of my 
partners for several years has been studying and practicing system 
installation and revising. Although he handles several large audit jobs 
(and small ones as well) and does his share of tax work, he has 
found time to take systems courses and to investigate new account­
ing machines and methods. When ‘streamlining’ is needed by a client, 
or new machines are under consideration, the in-charge accountant 
will consult our partner-specialist and then offer some ‘general’ sug­
gestions to the client. But he will also say: ‘We have a pretty good 
man in this field who has done a lot of this sort of thing. I believe 
it may be helpful to have him make a brief survey and offer some
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suggestions.’ The result is that the partner enters the picture as an 
experienced specialist, whereas the in-charge accountant (even 
though he may be a partner and equally competent for the engage­
ment) may only be an auditor in the mind of the client.”
“It’s basically an educational matter based on our ability to pro­
duce. If our work shows our client we can help him, he is bound to 
make the most of it.”
“We do not notice a reluctance to consult us because of added 
costs, although this may exist without our knowledge. We overcome 
this, we think, because we do not render monthly bills; we bill at the 
conclusion of a major effort, sometimes only once a year. Therefore, 
a client does not get a bill each time he comes in or calls up, although 
a record is made of every professional contact with a client. At the 
billing time, a number of conferences will be included under the total 
charge as ‘miscellaneous conferences, etc.’ We think this is better 
than to bill separately for every single conference or phone conver­
sation and it seems to work out because our people seem to feel free 
to call us about almost anything any time.”
“I am not sure the accountant should do anything to overcome 
a client’s reluctance. I think the accountant should let the client know 
what services are available. Only when the client really feels a need 
for the services to the extent that he will seek them out, will the ac­
countant have a good client.”
Handling the Simultaneous Demands of Clients
The problem of “availability” is common to all firms, large or 
small. It cannot really be “solved.” Try as he will, the practitioner 
cannot be in two places at the same time. However, several sugges­
tions were offered for minimizing possible harmful effects.
Most obvious is to do everything possible to cut down the fre­
quency with which conflicts may occur. In accepting a new client, 
for example, the CPA should consider the effect of the extra work­
load on his ability to serve existing clients. If it overly crowds his 
schedule, he may have to add personnel; refuse the new client; give 
up one or more of his less desirable clients; or risk lowering the level 
of his service in general.
A number of firms strive to attain a “balanced” clientele, where 
closing dates are distributed throughout the year. This not only
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increases their capacity to serve; it also contributes to their effi­
ciency. But in making up a work program a firm must allow a cer­
tain margin for emergencies.
Some firms feel many CPAs try to handle too many clients. 
They indicated both firm and clients would be better off if these 
CPAs served fewer clients at a deeper level of penetration.
Difficulties arise, said some, when a client becomes too attached 
to a particular member of a firm, and wants no one else to handle his 
work. Although personal service is necessary, the client should be 
encouraged to feel he is a client of the firm, not of a particular indi­
vidual, and to accept the aid of any qualified member of the firm.
Even when a client “belongs” to an individual partner, at least 
one other partner should keep fully informed of his affairs. The 
second partner’s relationship with the client should be close enough 
so that he can step in—if the “in-charge” partner is unavailable— 
without creating in the client a feeling that he is receiving “second- 
best” treatment.
There are times when an individual is faced with inevitably 
conflicting demands on his time. A prompt and courteous acknowl­
edgment of the request should be made with a tactful and frank 
personal explanation. This shouldn’t be left to someone else unless 
the man is out of town. A CPA can often get a good idea of the 
problem during this conversation. He may be able to offer interim 
suggestions which can be helpful. He should try to let the client 
know when he will be available. If the problem requires immediate 
action, the CPA may have to temporarily drop what he is doing. 
He has to weigh the relative merits of each case. The emergency 
nature of a new problem should be made clear to the original client. 
He is apt to accept the situation, if it is tactfully explained, without 
objection; for the implication is that he can expect the same treat­
ment if he is faced with an urgent matter.
Some comments:
“Our partnership is organized on a functional basis (auditing, 
taxes, etc.) rather than by clients. Therefore, all three partners are 
considered responsible for each client. We have a standing rule that 
one of us will always be available to see a client within 24 hours
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of his request. We haven’t failed yet.”
“As an individual practitioner, I am out of the office a good 
deal of the time, but I call in twice a day. If a client has telephoned, 
I try to call him back the same day.”
“My clients are my friends. I try to get them to understand my 
problems, just as I try to understand theirs.”
“When two or more clients want me at the same time, I try to 
talk to both or all of them explaining my situation, and I try to work 
out a program which minimizes dissatisfaction. Obviously, the things 
to be avoided are failure to respond at all, and abrupt discourteous re­
fusal.”
When Client and CPA Part Company
In every practice there is a certain amount of client turnover. 
Some practices “outgrow” certain clients just as certain clients can 
“outgrow” the resources of an accounting firm. Sometimes condi­
tions reach the point where a CPA cannot work in harmony with 
a client. Then it is time to end the relationship. But whatever the 
reason for the termination, whether initiated by the CPA or the 
client, the final expression of good client relations lies in the ability 
of the CPA to withdraw gracefully.
One practitioner expressed it this way:
“We are very particular to ‘leave’ a client as a friend. In those 
inevitable situations where a client ceases to use us, we do every­
thing possible to cooperate with him and our successors (without 
concern as to whether we get paid for it) to make the transition as 
smooth as possible. This has paid off, because several clients who 
have left us over the years for one reason or another have either 
returned to us or have recommended us to others. Usually, if they 
return, they are better clients than before.”
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4. Conclusion
The principles of sound client relations cannot be covered in 
a specific set of regulations and techniques. The relations between 
accountant and client are, after all, fundamentally based on the 
characteristics and personalities of individuals— and this is an inter­
play for which a fist of instructions can never be formulated.
Nonetheless, the successful firms consulted for this booklet are 
convinced that a mutually useful accountant-client relationship rests 
primarily on the quality of professional service an accountant is 
willing and able to provide. Professional service includes the effi­
cient application of technical skills; the effective communication to 
the client of the results of the work done; and the taking of con­
structive action based on the conclusions drawn from these results.
Together, these elements of professional service form the nu­
cleus of the professional image of the accountant. This image is a 
composite of many elements: a man’s opinion of himself; his tech­
nical competence; his personal behavior; his attitude toward his 
clients; his approach to his own partners and staff.
The accountant who has a clear understanding of the profes­
sional image and the factors vital to it is then in a position to apply 
it in his relationships with his clients. The responses of more than 
50 accounting firms established some of the main areas of difficulty 
in client relations and offered suggestions on coping with them. 
Here, again, generalizations are difficult. Problem-solving tech­
niques must of necessity be closely tied to individual differences. 
Yet underlying all techniques are the fundamentals of careful plan­
37
ning; identification with the client’s welfare; personal sincerity and 
courtesy; and the maintenance of the professional image.
Many accountants obviously find it easy to maintain sound rela­
tions with their clients. Yet even they cannot be specific about what 
it is they do. It is clear, however, that these men believe in them­
selves, in the value of their work, and in their ability to serve effec­
tively—and, in addition, have a knack for dealing with people.
Others, no less competent, seem to find their clients do not see 
them in quite the same perspective. Some of these men may tend to 
deprecate their value consciously or unconsciously. Some may be 
so introspective that, although they have just as great an interest in 
the client and just as great a desire to serve, they convey the opposite 
effect—one of aloofness. Such men must make a deliberate effort 
to overcome these roadblocks to effective client relations.
In the long run, it is immaterial whether the professional image 
is conveyed through a conscious effort, or whether it is conveyed 
instinctively.
The image cannot endure, of course, if it is a synthetic product. 
It will endure only if it is a product of a man’s desire to serve and 
truly reflects the facts. But these facts should be impressed upon 
the client so he may confidently take advantage of the accountant’s 
services as the need for them arises.
In this mutually beneficial interchange, “client relations” ceases 
to be a seeming textbook theory and becomes a productive—and 
sometimes heart-warming—reality.
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Appendix
Instructions to Staff Members
In an effort to encourage compliance with the general standards 
of the firm and the profession, some firms have found it desirable 
to spell out certain “dos and don’ts” for the guidance of newer staff 
members. Some of the items which are frequently cited in staff 
manuals or memoranda are listed below:
Appearance and General Conduct
You are expected to dress in the conservative business attire that befits 
a professional man. You should, at all times, be well groomed.
You should reflect confidence, stability, maturity, ability. Mannerisms 
and habits which may be annoying to others, such as gum chewing, 
should be suppressed.
Respect the client’s confidence in every way.
No member of the auditing staff should have any financial interest, direct 
or indirect, in the firm’s clients.
Gratuities generally should not be accepted from a client. Any gratuity 
offered should be reported to a partner of the firm.
You should familiarize yourself with the “Rules of Professional Con­
duct” and should faithfully observe them.
You are expected to participate in civic affairs. As professional men, 
you should take an active interest in the welfare of your community.
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The manner in which you conduct yourself in your personal life should 
be above reproach at all times so as not to reflect discredit on the firm. 
You are expected to be congenial as well as technically competent.
When on an out-of-town engagement, you should travel and live com­
fortable but not extravagantly.
In the Client’s Office
Always ascertain in advance of the time when you will need certain 
records and equipment, if they will be available at that time.
Never use equipment with which you are not completely familiar or 
without first getting permission to use it.
Request records and books only from the person designated to give 
them out, and return them promptly.
Do not deface the client’s records in any way. Make small, neat “tick” 
marks. Make no entries in the client’s records without the authority 
of your supervisor or a partner of the firm.
Avoid unnecessary interruptions. When you do ask questions, inquire 
only of the designated person. Always check with the senior on the job 
before making inquiries of the client’s staff member; your question may 
have already been answered.
Do not make any recommendations to the client or his employees unless 
so instructed by your supervisor.
Avoid expressing an opinion on a phase of accounting with which you 
are not entirely familiar.
Never argue with a client or his employees. If there is a disagreement, 
bring it up with your supervisor. He, or a partner of the firm, will take 
it up with the client.
You should never chastise a client’s employees, or tell them how to do 
their work. You have no supervisory authority over them. If you feel
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an employee should be spoken to, take it up with your supervisor.
You should not become involved in controversies between the executives 
or employees of the client’s company.
Be friendly and courteous to the client’s employees, but remember, you 
must at all times retain your complete independence.
Observe the client’s office hours and rules concerning such things as 
coffee breaks and smoking. When office hours vary substantially from 
the normal business hours, notify the firm of this and we will instruct 
you accordingly.
Conduct yourself with decorum. Avoid undue levity, talking in a loud 
voice and discussing personal matters with the client’s employees. 
Keep personal calls from the client’s office at a minimum.
Do not cash personal checks or salary checks at the client’s office.
Always have adequate working papers, pencils, etc., with you when you 
arrive at the client’s office. Never borrow work supplies from a client.
When you are in a client’s office, work. When you run out of work, 
return to the office of the firm.
Relations with Associates
Never criticize or argue with a colleague in the presence of a client.
Any difference of opinion on firm policy should be discussed only within 
the confines of our office.
Never discuss a report with a client before it has been reviewed by a 
partner or principal of the firm.
If you are asked to make a speech or write an article on accounting or 
an allied subject, clear it with a partner before you present it.
The office should at all times be informed of your location.
Always feel free to ask the advice of a partner about personal as well as 
office problems.
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Professional Development
The firm will assist in every way practicable in your training; but you 
have the primary responsibility to make use of every opportunity to 
increase your professional competence.
You are encouraged to specialize in one or more phases of the technical 
work of the profession.
You are encouraged to join the accounting profession’s associations and 
societies and to take an active part in their activities.
Read thoroughly professional periodicals and related material, which 
are made available.
Use unassigned time for technical improvement. Read reports and ac­
counting literature. Make use of the firm’s library. If there is a particular 
book which you would like to read and that we do not have, speak to 
a partner about it.
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